Semantic change is an important part of African American slang and involves two mechanisms: figuration and shifting. Both are enormously productive and account for numerous slang expressions based on standard English. This paper presents these processes in detail. Partially drawing from the author's earlier publications, the presentation is based on lexical material from a sizable database of citations from contemporary African American sources collected through extensive fieldwork in the United States in recent years.
Introduction
Semantic change is a well-established vehicle for language development. It quintessentialy involves two main processes: figuration, which makes use of metaphor, metonymy and related figurative means; and semantic shifting, which includes generalization, specialization, melioration and pejoration. Although figuration is traditionally associated with poetry while shifting is commonly linked with historical change, both are productive in everyday speech and are as much a part of language as any other linguistic mechanism. Figuration and shifting are also important mechanisms of semantic change in African American slang. Their popularity and productivity disproves the popular claims of African American speech's alleged semantic poverty and expressive deficiency with regard to standard English (see Smitherman 1977) . This paper presents these semantic processes in detail, and thus falls within the spectrum of descriptive studies of African American lexicon (for instance, often figurative, meanings, and sometimes of entirely novel expressions. Slang is coined chiefly by members of social, occupational or ethnic groups which are typically separate from mainstream society, yet it is often adopted by larger social segments. It is employed in place of standard expressions to convey some extra information of a psychological, social or rhetorical nature. It thus provides alternative, highly informal synonyms for referents already named in the language, but sometimes gives names for referents for which there are no standard expressions, or which have yet to be named' (adapted from Widawski & Kowalczyk 2012: 18) .
The above definition is especially important in the context of African American slang. Aside from defining the type, formation and functions of slang, it also specifies its coiners and users: 'members of social, occupational or ethnic groups which are typically separate from mainstream society'. It also mentions the dissemination of slang among larger segments of society. Such is the nature of nearly any type of slang, but it is especially applicable to African American slang.
The second term used in the title is African American. Alternatively termed African American Vernacular, it is a fairly broad and general term for the speech of Black Americans. Significantly, as Baugh (in Mesthrie 2001: 709) points out, the name suggests a direct relationship to the linguistic legacy of slavery in the United States: in that, the term refers exclusively to the speech of the descendants of African slaves rather than the speech of recent African immigrants to the United States. The addition of 'vernacular' suggests that it is used by ordinary working-class speakers rather by all African Americans. The term is a part of numerous compound phrases such as the one featured in title of this paper. In this sense, 'African American slang' means slang coined and used by African Americans in the United States.
Naturally, both terms could be discussed in a larger terminological context. For instance, slang could be contrasted with colloquialism, non-standard language, vulgarism, taboo, euphemism, jargon, idiom, neologism or dialect, while African American could be compared to African American Vernacular English, Afro-American Vernacular English, Black English Vernacular, Ebonics or Gangsta Talk. However, the confines of this paper prevent any such lengthy discussions. For a more detailed comparison of these terms, see Widawski (forthcoming).
Figuration
Figuration is a well-known process of semantic change. It involves a word gaining further, non-literal meanings, specifically through metaphor and metonymy. English lexicon abounds in meanings created in this way: nature spoke, living death and crown of England are all instances of these. Although such figures of speech have long been salient features of poetry, they are also used frequently in everyday speech. In fact, as claimed and illustrated by Lakoff and Johnson (1980: ix) , figuration is central to thought, cognition and ordinary, non-literary language.
Figuration is an important semantic process in African American slang, and possibly the third most productive source of enriching slang lexicon after compounding and affixation. As has been already mentioned, the form of slang rarely differs from that of standard English, so figurative meaning is crucial. Literature scholars might take this to be surprising, but slang borders on poetry. Lighter (in Algeo, 2001: 225-226) neatly compares the two: very much like poetry, slang is highly connotative and defamiliarizes the mundane world, and it implies that ordinary language is not quite adequate for certain tasks. Interestingly, African American slang employs many of the same figurative devices found in poetic language: metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, allusion, hyperbole, meiosis, simile and personification. Let us discuss them in detail.
Metaphor
Metaphor is the most well-known figure of speech associated with figuration. In a broader sense, it can be understood as the application of a word or phrase to someone or something where it is not meant literally, but is rather used to make a comparison. More specifically, metaphor crosses certain conceptual boundaries, often called domains, and names something by a different name. In this way, it brings likeness or analogy between things that are fundamentally dissimilar. For instance, a snake can mean 'a secretive, treacherous or dishonest person' because the behavior of such people is similar to what is commonly thought to be the behavior of snakes; the domains, however, are entirely different. In common consciousness, metaphor belongs to poetry, where for centuries it has been admired for its ability to cross the boundaries of human thought and experience.
Metaphor is by no means exclusive to poetry and is used extensively in African American slang as well. This is because of slang's tendency to avoid naming things directly on the one hand, and to evoke striking connotations on the other. Here is a modest selection of slang metaphors: Such use is especially important in African American slang. This is because slang often relies on shared knowledge that can serve as a sign of belonging to a limited circle of people, exluding outsiders who do not possess specific knowledge. In fact, allusion is sometimes so specific that it makes slang incomprehensible for those not familiar with African American culture and history. Such use is consistent with the characteristic of slang as an arcane and secret language. The following citational findings reflect this: Some of the above examples may require explanation. For instance, forty acres and a mule originated during the Civil War and comes from 'Union General William T. Sherman's order for each ex-enslaved family to receive forty acres of land in coastal South Carolina and Georgia, and for the army to loan them mules' (Smitherman 2000: 135-136) . The allusion in oreo cookie is a little more understandable since it comes from a popular brand of sandwich cookies, still its full understanding requires certain cultural knowledge stemming from African American experience; Smitherman (2000: 221) defines it as 'An African American who is Black in skin color but white in thinking and attitudes; like the cookie, black on the outside, white on the inside.' These and many more similar terms are usually incomprehensible for those unfamiliar with African American experience.
While it is no longer

Metonymy
Metonymy is another productive figuration device employed in standard English. In metonymy, an attribute of something is used to stand for the thing itself. In contrast to metaphor, which crosses different domains, metonymy operates within a single domain and thus, as observed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 35) , 'allows us to center more specifically on certain aspects of what is being referred to.' Examples of this productive figuration device include brass ('military officers') or the stage ('theatrical profession'). In synecdoche, considered a kind of metonymy, the part stands for the whole or vice versa, for instance, sail ('boat') or hand ('helper'). African American slang also makes heavy use of this figuration device. As in metaphors, most slang metonyms operate on the same principles as in standard language: the meaning of one word must be associated in some way with the meaning of another. There is a profusion of words in African American slang which have acquired new meanings in this way. The opposite of hyperbole is meiosis (alternatively termed litotes), another frequently used figuration device. It is an ironic understatement that dismisses or belittles, specifically by using expressions that make something less significant than it really is or should be, for instance calling a serious wound a scratch, or calling a stupid person not exactly intelligent. It is also used is African American slang, again likely for its sarcastic humor. Here is some citational corroboration from our database: 
I got biyatches. I got plenty of chedda, and a phat crib [= apartment or house] -Janet Perr, 2008 An armored car full of dead presidents [= US dollar bills] is on its way to the incinerator -Washington Post, 2000 The seventy-three-year-old Odessa
Shifting
Semantic shifting is an established mechanism of change in the meaning of words. It involves such semantic processes as generalization, specialization, melioration and pejoration, all of which can affect both denotative and connotative meaning. Shifting is usually associated with the passage of time: in standard language, it is visible in historical shifts into new meanings, which are perceived as a series of increasing divergences from the older, established meanings. For instance, the word gay once meant 'merry' but shifted denotation to mean 'homosexual'. Since much of slang is formed from old words which acquire new meanings, semantic shifting is strongly featured in African American slang. By way of analogy, the meaning of a slang expression can be described as a series of increasing divergences from standard meanings in a manner similar to changes in language throughout history. There are numerous expressions which changed their meanings in this way; for instance, the expression Ann was first used to mean 'a white woman' but, through shifting, came to be used for 'an arrogant African American woman who acts like a white person'. All these shifting processes are employed in African American slang.
Generalization (alternatively termed broadening or extension) widens the denotative meaning of a word, rendering it broader or more inclusive over time.
In English, many words have acquired their current meaning through this process. For instance, novice once meant 'an initiate in a religious order' but has widened its meaning and now can be used to refer to 'any beginner in any field or discipline'. African American slang expressions show generalization as well. The meaning is widened with regard to standard words that become slang in this way, but also with regard to words that are already slang and have acquired additional meanings. Here is a selection of expressions whose meaning became generalized: 
